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      BOOK ONE

      The Voyage

      
      
         Ah, what pleasant visions haunt me
         

         
         As I gaze upon the sea!

         
         All the old romantic legends,

         
         All my dreams come back to me.

         
         Sails of silk and ropes of sandal,

         
         Such as gleam in ancient lore;

         
         And the singing of the sailors,

         
         And the answer from the shore!

      
      Henry Wadsworth Longfellow:

      
      The Galley of Count Arnaldos
   
      

      
      
      
   

      

      CHAPTER ONE


      

      April, 1843


      

      The garden of Heath Cottage was small and dull, but at the bottom only a low bank and a hedge separated it from the marsh.

         The hedge was threadbare and sometimes cattle broke into the garden, to the detriment of the few struggling plants it sported.

         Through one of the gaps they had left, Charlotte escaped now and then to walk under the wide sky and ‘stretch her lungs’,

         as Ellen said.

      


      

      She felt guilty for thinking of it as escape. She knew that Aunt, if she were still alive, would say that a good daughter

         would delight in service to her parent, particularly a father so grievously crippled as Papa. But the cottage was low-ceilinged,

         cramped and dark, and she was a tall girl – ‘gawky’ and ‘clumsy’ had been Aunt’s preferred epithets. Even though she wore

         fewer petticoats than Ellen said was fashionable, still she hardly seemed able to move without knocking something over, and

         any loud or sudden noise taxed Papa’s nerves.

      


      

      So she escaped out onto the marsh when she could, where there was a vastness of sky and the horizon was so distant it seemed

         you could see forever. She walked briskly, swinging her arms, rejoicing in the freedom of movement: she would have run, but

         it wouldn’t have been seemly for a person of twenty. Today there was a mildness in the air for the first time, which said

         spring was coming at last. The great bowl of sky was filled with windy light, and between the loose, rushing clouds there were glimpses of a pale and rainwashed April blue. And there was

         birdsong: the marsh did not quite rise to a skylark, but there were peewits, and a chaffinch throbbed and whirred in the blackthorn

         like a wind-up bird on a musical box lid.

      


      

      Despite its name the marsh was not marshy. It had been drained for grazing these hundred and fifty years by a network of narrow

         ditches crossed by plank bridges, which the farmers moved from time to time to change the pastures. Here and there a more

         solid, permanent structure with a gate at either end marked a sluice; lines of gorse, stunted thorn, willow and sedge marked

         the cart tracks, and the wider canals were dense with rushes.

      


      

      The willows were still bare, but a flush of palest green was softening the blackness of the thorns. Grey-green and brown the

         marsh was, under a rushing sky; not alive yet, but coming alive, like the princess in the first instant after the kiss. She

         hoped there might be daffodils today – the little, short-stemmed wild ones with the back-turned petals, like dogs with their

         ears streaming in the wind. The local people called them ‘affadillies’. She wanted to bring some to Papa to cheer him.

      


      

      In search of them she walked further than she meant, and did not notice the sky darkening. Then, suddenly, the clouds were

         a seamless blanket, low and black. Rain was coming: the edge of a distant beam of light touching the far marsh was silvery

         with it. Charlotte turned and hurried back; but even though she took a short cut through the village, the rain caught up with

         her when she was still a good way from home.

      


      

      At least in the village there was a tree, a lone horse chestnut so much prized in that naturally treeless corner of the country

         that when the road had been widened, it had been preserved by common consent, and the traffic parted round it like a stream round a large rock. It was rather a public place to shelter, in the middle of the street, but

         her mantle was thin, and Ellen got cross if presented with extra work like drying clothes.

      


      

      ‘You’d have been more use to me a few weeks later,’ Charlotte told the tree, squinting up against the silvery drops falling

         fast through the branches. The leaves were still furled, only just breaking out of their sticky buds. She was soon very damp

         and beginning to feel cold. She wondered if she ought to make a dash for it, but her mind wandered off into a calculation

         of whether more drops would land on her if she were moving or still, and she stayed where she was, getting wetter by the moment.

      


      

      She was not unobserved. The nearest house, just across the road, belonged to Doctor Silk, the physician who attended her father.

         He had gone to the front window to look at the rain, and called to his wife, who was sitting by the fire knitting.

      


      

      ‘My dear Mrs Silk, do you see who is sheltering under the tree – for what shelter it affords at this time of year.’


      

      ‘No, my dear,’ his lady replied comfortably, without moving.


      

      ‘It’s the poor little Meldon girl – Mr Meldon’s daughter.’


      

      ‘No, is it? But I thought she never left the house.’ The interest of the idea was enough to rouse Mrs Silk from her chair.

         She joined her husband at the window and stared. ‘So it is. Well, well! They say she is not right in the head, poor child.

         That must prove it, to be sheltering under a bare tree.’

      


      

      ‘No, no,’ Doctor Silk said in wounded tone, ‘she’s not simple. Whoever said so?’


      

      ‘Everyone says so. Why else would they keep her shut up in the house like that? She never goes out, and never speaks to anyone.’

         She peered with interest through the rain. ‘She must have escaped her keepers. They say lunatics are cunning.’

      


      

      ‘You must not repeat such tattle, Mrs Silk,’ the doctor said firmly. ‘I’ve hardly spoken ten words to her, but I can assure

         you she is quite sensible. Mr Meldon is a recluse and his daughter keeps him company, that’s all.’

      


      

      ‘But Martha says the butcher told her that when he called one time and Miss Meldon opened the door to him, she looked frightened

         to death and ran off into the house, and the next minute the servant came and spoke very sharply. They don’t want anyone to

         find out that the girl is – you know.’ She tapped her muslin-bowered head significantly.

      


      

      ‘Martha is a romancer,’ the doctor said. ‘And the child will catch her death in that rain. She must come in.’


      

      ‘Ask a madwoman in, Doctor Silk?’ Mrs Silk said, opening her eyes very wide.


      

      ‘I assure you she is not mad,’ the doctor said testily, and strode to the door. ‘Martha! Martha! Miss Meldon is standing under

         the chestnut tree soaked to the skin. Take the big umbrella and go and ask her to come in.’

      


      

      Charlotte was startled out of her reverie to find a large black umbrella hurrying towards her, calling her name breathlessly.

         Martha was middle-aged and comfortably stout, and in the way of house-servants she hated going out of doors except on the

         balmiest of days. She picked her way past the puddles with the dainty distaste of a cat, the umbrella well down over her head

         and shoulders. The hand that held up her skirts was red and wet, and her bare forearms were spangled with fish-scales: she

         had been gutting herring when interrupted by this mission of of mercy, as Charlotte’s nose soon confirmed.

      


      

      ‘Doctor says come you in, my maiden, till that stops,’ Martha gasped, tilting back the umbrella to eye Charlotte with undisguised

         fascination. The Meldons had long been a talking point in the village, with their mysterious, secretive ways.

      


      

      Charlotte was embarrassed. Forbidden to speak to anyone, she was sure that to enter a strange house would be a serious offence.

         Yet the servant had issued the invitation with the force of one who does not expect to be denied; and out of the corner of

         her eye she could see the doctor himself at his front parlour window, beckoning and nodding to reinforce the imperative. It

         would be rude to refuse – but how could she possibly accept?

      


      

      ‘Oh, no, thank you – you’re very kind – but I do very well here,’ Charlotte said unhappily. ‘Please thank the doctor for me.’

         She met the servant’s obdurate gaze and looked away to add hopefully, ‘I think it’s stopping.’

      


      

      Martha looked around at the increasingly lowering sky. ‘That hent,’ she contradicted flatly. ‘That’ll come down stair-rods

         pren’ly. Come you in the house, miss, do. You’ll starve o’ cold.’

      


      

      Charlotte struggled with the social dilemma. ‘No, really. I can’t. Thank you, but I mustn’t. Papa said—’


      

      The servant laid a dank hand on Charlotte’s forearm. ‘Don’t you fret, my maiden. Your pa woo’n’t want you to catch a fever.

         He know Doctor well enough, don’t he? So come you in and get dry.’

      


      

      Charlotte felt she could resist no longer. The doctor came to the door as they made their dash, and with his own hands removed

         Charlotte’s wet mantle, shook it, and handed it to the servant. ‘Take that to the kitchen fire, Martha.’ Then he ushered Charlotte

         into the front parlour, where the fire, which he had just poked up to brightness, made the day outside look darker by comparison.

         Mrs Silk had removed herself upstairs, her fear of lunatics stronger than her curiosity.

      


      

      ‘Treacherous, these April showers – and I’ll swear they’re wetter than any other time of year,’ he said comfortably. From treating children he knew the value of a gentle stream of conversation for soothing the fear of the unknown.

         ‘Come, sit ye down in this chair. Put your feet up on the fender, that’s right. We can’t have you catching cold, that would

         never do. Are your stockings wet?’

      


      

      ‘No, sir, not at all. I have very stout boots,’ Charlotte said in a small, shy voice. ‘I was growing cold, though,’ she added,

         not wishing to seem ungracious. ‘You are very kind.’

      


      

      ‘No, my dear, I’m a selfish old man who craves amusement, and I know the value of an unexpected visitor on a wet day at this

         time of year.’ His voice, deep with a faint Scottish burr, was very soothing. Charlotte watched passively as he fetched two

         tins from the chimney-cupboard and swung the kettle over the fire. ‘Now I’m going to make you some tea,’ he said, ‘and we’ll

         have some of Martha’s plum-cake with it, for as we say in Scotland, “What’s tea wi-oot a piece?”’

      


      

      Charlotte felt one last protest working its way up like an unwelcome hiccough. ‘Oh, but really, I mustn’t stay—’ But it was

         so cosy here, and the predicted stair-rods were bouncing off the road outside, and she was in a permanent condition of pining

         for company. Even to her own ears, the protest lacked conviction.

      


      

      Doctor Silk straightened up and stood looking down at her, the stiff white commas of his eyebrows drawn down more in thought

         than disapproval. It was not for him to countervene the legitimate authority of a father over his daughter, but he had been

         a rebel all his life, and could never resist bending what he saw as foolish rules when he encountered them. Besides, he was

         full of curiosity about Heath Cottage.

      


      

      ‘Why, I’m your father’s physician, lassie,’ he said. ‘Where’s the harm in setting with me a while, just until the rain passes? Don’t you see me often enough at your own house?’

      


      

      Charlotte nodded doubtfully. It sounded perfectly reasonable, but still Papa’s rules weighted her spirits. A child accepts

         its circumstances without question, until it has other experience to measure against, and Charlotte, lacking experience of

         any sort, was a child in spite of her score of years. For as long as she could remember, she had been kept apart from all

         people, living in seclusion at first with her aunt and Papa, and for the last three years since Aunt died, with Papa alone.

         She did not know why contact with other people was forbidden, but Aunt had always hinted that it was Charlotte’s fault. Thus

         a sense of guilt reinforced the obedience which was a child’s Christian duty towards her parent.

      


      

      So Charlotte obeyed the rules, keeping to the unfrequented marsh when she went for her walks, and minding her tongue when

         she spoke to the servants. But it was hard, for she had a sociable soul which longed for company and conversation; a mind

         full of curiosity about the world; and a tongue primed with a thousand questions.

      


      

      She was easy prey to the doctor, who was skilled at drawing out his subjects. At first he made all the running, chatting lightly

         of the weather and the local farmers’ complaints, requiring no answers from her, until she was lulled into a sense of security.

         Then when he finally did ask her a direct question, it was one she was able to answer comfortably.

      


      

      ‘And how is your good father? I assume, since I haven’t been called to see him, that he’s no worse since last week?’


      

      ‘No worse,’ Charlotte assented, ‘but no better. He always gets restless at this time of year, when the evenings begin to draw

         out. It must be so dreadfully boring to be an invalid.’ Silk nodded sympathetically, and she was emboldened to add, ‘He so much enjoys playing piquet with you. It’s

         kind of you to spare him the time.’

      


      

      ‘Not kind at all,’ Silk said. ‘I enjoy a game, and your father is the dickens of a player. I swear to myself that one day

         I’ll beat him, but I know I never will.’

      


      

      ‘He doesn’t say anything, but I know he looks forward to Wednesday evenings,’ Charlotte said, eager to secure pleasure for

         her father.

      


      

      ‘Do you not play cards with him?’


      

      ‘I’m not very good at piquet, though I almost always beat him when we play cribbage.’


      

      ‘If you think he would like it,’ Silk said, ‘I could come more often. Perhaps we could organise an exchange: you could come

         and chat to Mrs Silk while I sit with your father. She pines for female company.’

      


      

      Charlotte coloured and looked down, the social dilemma rearing its head again. ‘I’m afraid that wouldn’t be possible,’ she

         said awkwardly.

      


      

      ‘Ah. I see. I’m sorry.’ He wanted to provoke a reaction. ‘It was presumptuous of me to suggest it. Of course a lively young

         lady would find it dull work to chat to an old woman.’

      


      

      Charlotte looked so stricken, he was almost sorry. ‘Oh, no! I didn’t mean that. I should like it very much. But – oh dear!

         It’s so difficult.’

      


      

      ‘What’s difficult, my dear?’ Silk asked gently.


      

      She hesitated, torn between loyalty to Papa and a dislike of hurting anyone’s feelings. ‘I’m afraid I’m not allowed to visit

         anyone. I shouldn’t be here now. Oh please, when you see Papa next, don’t tell him I was here. It would vex him so much, and

         you know he oughtn’t to be upset. I’m very sorry,’ she added dismally. Little as she knew about society, she was sure it was

         not the done thing to oblige someone to conceal the fact that one had visited them.

      


      

      The doctor looked at her with an ache of pity. ‘I won’t say anything. But my dear, why does he keep you from everybody, do

         you know? Can you tell me?’ She shook her head. ‘I only ask because I am concerned about you both. Would it not be possible

         for me to speak to him, to suggest that a change of society would do you both good?’

      


      

      ‘Oh no,’ she said in alarm. ‘Please, it would upset him and put him in a rage and then we’d have to—’


      

      ‘Yes? Have to what?’


      

      Charlotte hesitated, but in the end felt it better to tell him than to risk his saying anything to Papa. ‘We’d have to go

         away,’ she said in a low voice. ‘It’s happened before. If anything upsets Papa like that, we have to move away to a new place

         where no-one knows us.’ Three times in the past she had grown too friendly with outsiders, and it had caused a hasty departure.

         Leaving behind the servants she had grown used to grieved her, and she had endured months of silent reproach from Aunt; but

         worst of all, she felt guilty about the suffering caused to Papa. ‘I don’t want to have to move again,’ she finished.

      


      

      ‘What made your father choose Chetton Farthing?’


      

      ‘The last time we moved was from Leicestershire. We lived in a valley by a stream, and Doctor Hopkins, who looked after Papa

         then, said it was too damp and we should come to the east, because of the lower rainfall.’ She and the doctor looked as one

         out of the window, and then at last she laughed. It was like the breaking of a barrier: he saw her shoulders relax from their

         watchful tension.

      


      

      ‘Well, I’m glad you did, for without your good papa I should have nothing but labourers to doctor. Three cottages and an ale-house,

         that’s all there is to Chetton – hardly a carriage-family in the district. But as I suppose you know, there’s not much to be done for him besides using common sense.’

      


      

      ‘I’m glad you think like that,’ Charlotte said quickly. ‘I’m sure some of the other doctors did more harm than good, with

         their “sovereign cures”, and pretending to know more than they really did.’

      


      

      Doctor Silk smiled as he said, ‘Whereas I always admit to knowing very little. It’s my greatest virtue!’ She smiled uncertainly,

         and he added seriously, ‘Alas, when your poor aunt fell ill, I was pretty sure it was her liver, but beyond that—’ He shook

         his head.

      


      

      ‘She didn’t like it here,’ Charlotte confided. ‘She started to get aches and pains as soon as we settled in, and she was never

         really well that whole year.’

      


      

      ‘It has left you very alone,’ Silk suggested.


      

      ‘Oh, I have Papa; and Ellen and Steven, and Alice during the day—’ Charlotte said lightly. They were straying near forbidden

         subjects.

      


      

      ‘Servants are not company,’ Silk said. ‘And your papa, I suspect, is not much company either, for a young lady. What do you

         do with your hours of leisure?’

      


      

      ‘I don’t understand you,’ Charlotte said uncertainly, and the very question touched Silk painfully.


      

      ‘In the evenings, say, when you are not attending to your papa – what do you do to pass the time?’


      

      ‘I take up my work, generally,’ Charlotte answered. ‘I have all the fine sewing to do, because Ellen only does plain work.

         And I play the piano, when Papa wants it.’

      


      

      ‘But for pleasure,’ Silk insisted. ‘What do you do for pleasure?’


      

      ‘Oh, I read. I love to read.’


      

      ‘So you should,’ Silk said cheerfully. ‘“Reading maketh a full man.”’


      

      ‘Sir Francis Bacon,’ Charlotte supplied.


      

      ‘Quite right. You are well taught, my dear. Have you finished with your governess now? I suppose you did not go to school?’

      


      

      ‘No, I had a governess at first, when we lived in Middlesex. But we left Miss Hendrop behind when we went to Huntingdon, and

         Aunt taught me after that. But I’m too old for a governess now. I’ll be twenty-one in December.’

      


      

      Silk shook his head. ‘You will think me an old fool, but I took you for about fifteen. You are a grown woman indeed! I beg

         your pardon if I have not spoken to you with sufficient deference.’

      


      

      Charlotte didn’t know how to respond, not having come across this kind of affectionate teasing before, so she went on, ‘Since

         Aunt died, I’ve tried to improve myself with reading. Some of Papa’s books are very dull, but he has lots of military books,

         and I enjoy them.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, there’s nothing like a great battle for proving what men are made of,’ Silk said, filling her cup again. ‘What are you

         reading at the moment?’

      


      

      ‘General Mercer’s Journal of the Waterloo Campaign.’

      


      

      ‘It sounds most interesting,’ Silk said, and went on to draw her effortlessly out. Having access only to her father’s library,

         she was well-read in history, philosophy and theology, medicine and physiology, military tactics and engineering, but she

         had never had a novel in her hand. She talked intelligently, but she hardly seemed to know how to laugh. Silk was perplexed.

         It was his opinion that the balance of Meldon’s mind must be disturbed to keep this gentle girl a virtual prisoner, but there

         was nothing he could do about it. One could not interfere between a man and his daughter. But perhaps if he spent more time

         with Meldon, he might be able to persuade him at least to include him and Mrs Silk in those she was allowed to speak to.

      


      

      An increase in light showed the rain to be finally easing, and Charlotte suddenly discovered how long she had been sitting there, and grew flustered with apprehension and guilt. She

         resisted the doctor’s blandishments, and shortly set off down the wet street under the lessening rain, her mind a turmoil

         of new impressions, seasoned with fears and doubts.

      


      

      Ellen was at the door. There was a smell of soup on the air. ‘Oh miss, where have you been? I was at my wits’ end. The master’s

         wanting his dinner.’

      


      

      ‘I got caught in the rain,’ Charlotte said, taking off her mantle. ‘No, no, I’ll hang this up while you get the tray ready.

         Go, hurry.’

      


      

      ‘Best do something to your hair before you go up,’ Ellen said over her shoulder as she hurried away. ‘That look like a rook’s

         nest.’

      


      

      Charlotte hurried into the parlour for the looking-glass over the fireplace. Usually she looked at herself without seeing

         much, but today after her meeting with the doctor she wondered how she seemed to an outsider. The face in the looking-glass

         was pale, with hazel eyes, strongly marked eyebrows, a wide, full-lipped mouth, fair hair with a good deal of red in it (strawberry-blonde,

         Ellen called it) drawn back into a knot with the side-curls held by combs. Was it an attractive face? Would it be called pretty?

         She thought not. Alice, the day-maid, was pretty – according to Alice – and she had a round, full face and a snub nose. Alice

         had had lots of beaux, and a very good young man from the next village was saving up to marry her, so she ought to know.

      


      

      Charlotte knew from scraps of overheard conversation between Ellen and Alice that they thought her life strange and unnatural.

         She wondered what it would be like to go out to dinner, or to a ball, or to a theatre. What would it be like to have a beau?

         What did one do with them? Alice, with a great deal of giggling, called it ‘walking out’, but Charlotte was not such a simpleton as to think there was nothing to it but walking. Still, someone to go for walks

         with would be pleasant – though she thought she would sooner walk with someone like the doctor, someone sensible to talk to,

         rather than a young man. The only young man she knew was Steven, and he—

      


      

      He appeared in the doorway behind her, and met her reflected eyes in the glass with a silent stare.


      

      ‘Is the master calling for me?’ she asked, and he nodded, once each way, up, then down, like a bullock. Perhaps it was unfair

         judging all young men by Steven. He was Papa’s nurse, his duties being to help Papa wash and dress, to carry him and push

         him in his chair, and to run errands. Aunt had chosen him, perhaps as much for his tiny brain as his huge strength, for he

         could be depended on not to stray or to gossip. Steven had no family and no friends, never wanted time off, never even left

         the house except on errands for Papa. When he was not actually working he sat and stared at nothing. His only pleasure seemed

         to be eating. He ate enormous amounts, but very slowly, which drove Ellen mad. She said it was purgatory to have to take her

         meals with him, for he never spoke and never smiled, just filled his mouth and chewed endlessly.

      


      

      All young men could not be like Steven, Charlotte thought as she started up the stairs, or what would the world come to? And

         then, suddenly, a memory came back to her, something she had not thought of for years, and she stopped to consider it. She

         had met a young man once, when she was just a little girl. That was when they lived in Middlesex, just before the first of

         their sudden moves. She had been playing in the garden, and he had suddenly appeared up in a tree beyond the garden wall and

         talked to her. Was it a memory or was it a dream? Young men did not really appear up in trees. But she remembered his face with extraordinary clarity, and his strange words. ‘I shall never be far away, even when you can’t see

         me.’ And he had said that they would meet again one day. No, it must have been something she’d made up. It was so long ago—

      


      

      ‘Move along, miss, do,’ said Ellen peevishly from behind her with the laden tray.


      

      ‘Sorry, Ellen.’ She hurried on up, opened the door to Papa’s room for Ellen, and followed her in.


      

      ‘Ah, there you are! And where have you been?’ he greeted her crossly. He sat in his chair by the fire, covered from the waist

         down by a rug of tartan wool: even in warm weather he always had his legs covered, unable to bear the sight of their mutilation.

         His face was drawn, and Charlotte realised with sinking spirits that he was having a bad day, which always made him snappish.

         She abandoned immediately any hope of introducing her meeting with the doctor into the conversation.

      


      

      ‘Just walking on the marsh, Papa,’ she said – which was true, if not all of the truth. ‘I wanted to get you some daffodils,

         but I couldn’t find any.’

      


      

      ‘You would do better to observe punctuality. I’ve been kept waiting for my dinner.’


      

      Charlotte said nothing, helping Ellen to arrange his meal as he liked it on the small table, which Steven then placed before

         his chair. Charlotte’s was laid on the table in the window. She was ravenously hungry after her long walk and exciting adventure,

         and the dinner before her, plain and meagre as it was, would have been wolfed down in minutes if she had been alone. But she

         could not display such healthy appetite in front of her father, for whom eating was a pleasureless drudgery.

      


      

      He was watching her over his spoon. The window framed her, and the setting sun, breaking through the clouds at last, illuminated her hair with a coppery light. ‘You’re a good girl,’ he said more kindly. ‘You look—’

      


      

      She turned her head, knowing that he had been going to say, ‘You look like your mother,’ and knowing equally why he did not

         finish the sentence. Her mother had died when she was a baby, and Papa never spoke of her. It was one of the many restrictions

         which made conversation hazardous. Aunt’s taboos had been legion: there were things improper and things unladylike, things

         a Christian would never even think, things a daughter would not say to her father, and things a child would not say to an

         adult. When you added to that a whole series of specific prohibitions about their circumstances and Papa’s past, and anything

         to do with her mother, it left very little. Commonplace chatter about the household or the weather was all that was definitely

         safe to venture on.

      


      

      ‘I’m sorry, Papa,’ she said on an impulse.


      

      ‘For what?’ he asked.


      

      There seemed a perilous moment of contact between them, and she wanted to say, for everything, for being the cause of all

         your pain, for being the reason we have to live in this cramped cottage, miles from anywhere. But it was beyond her. In the

         end she said, ‘For being late.’

      


      

      But he looked as though he understood. He didn’t smile, but his expression softened a little. He said, ‘Eat your dinner,’

         and that was acknowledgement enough.

      


      

      She ate, unaware of the taste as she thought how little she knew about her own father. She knew his first name was Marcus,

         for she had sometimes heard Aunt calling him by it. Marcus Meldon – a name. Of his family she knew nothing. He was an educated

         man, that was obvious; she thought he had once been a soldier; and Aunt had hinted they had been wealthy, but now they lived

         in a very small way, so she supposed all the money had gone. And he had been badly injured in what Aunt had always referred to as ‘the accident’. What sort of accident she did not know, and must not ask.

      


      

      Successive doctors had marvelled that he had lived so long, and every winter gloomily predicted that he would not see another

         spring. After the doctor in Huntingdon had cut off his leg, even Aunt had believed he would die. Charlotte hated to remember

         that dreadful time – the hideous, dehumanising butchery of the operation, the appalling effects of the shock, which had left

         him for weeks afterwards in a black despair that nothing could touch. But he had recovered, and in the end it was Aunt who

         had gone. Poor Aunt had suffered ‘a disappointment’ many years ago, unspecified but never forgotten, for which she blamed

         Charlotte. Of course, as a Christian, it was Aunt’s duty to forgive her niece, and forgive her she did, whether she liked

         it or not. Charlotte thought guiltily that it was really much more comfortable now poor Aunt had gone.

      


      

      Glancing covertly, Charlotte saw her father had put down his spoon, having eaten almost nothing. Emboldened by compassion

         she said, ‘Is it bad today?’

      


      

      He evaded the question. ‘It’s hard to have any appetite when one sits in a chair all day long. You might amuse me more,’ he said, moving his head with the impatient, helpless movement of an invalid. ‘God knows, you have

         the lightest of duties and nothing to vex you. Is it too much to ask that you distract me a little now and then?’

      


      

      ‘Shall I play to you?’ she asked cautiously. In this mood, he was hard to anticipate.


      

      ‘Have you finished your dinner? Yes, play, then. Something lively – a waltz by that damned Frenchman.’


      

      All Frenchmen were damned to him, but he liked Chopin’s waltzes. They were the only modern music in the house, sent up from

         London by the mail. She wondered vaguely as she sat and played who sent them – books, too. She came to the end of the piece and looked across to see if he wanted more. The music had soothed him. He was

         almost smiling.

      


      

      ‘A pity you can’t play and dance at the same time,’ he said. ‘You used to dance for me when you were a little girl – do you

         remember? – round and round with your skirts flying and your cheeks flushed.’ He lapsed into thought for a while, and then

         said abruptly, ‘Twenty years old, and never been to a ball. Is it a dull life for you? Are you restless, little bird? Do you

         long to stretch your wings and fly away?’

      


      

      She scented a trap. ‘Where should I fly to?’


      

      ‘Where indeed?’ he replied, equally lightly; but there was a tension in his expression.


      

      ‘Shall I play again?’ Charlotte asked, hoping to escape the subject.


      

      ‘No, no more music. Come and talk to me instead.’ His watchful gaze followed her as she came to take the seat opposite him.

         ‘I wish to know what is going on in your head,’ he said. ‘I know the furniture of my own too well, and I ache with boredom.

         Distract me, child. You have been thoughtful since you came in. Tell me what you are thinking.’

      


      

      She hesitated, sensing danger; but it was too good an opening to pass up. ‘I was thinking that perhaps Doctor Silk might come

         and visit you more often than once a week. A man’s company would entertain you more than mine.’

      


      

      ‘He would not like to spend more time with me,’ Marcus said flatly. ‘A poor cripple, good for nothing—’


      

      She fell into the trap. ‘Oh no, Papa, he doesn’t think like that! He would be glad to come!’ She stopped abruptly, too late.

      


      

      ‘And how do you know so much about the doctor’s state of mind, miss? What have you been doing?’


      

      ‘I – I spoke to him today.’

      


      

      ‘Where?’


      

      ‘In the village. It was raining so hard, and he sent out a servant to bid me shelter in his house, and—’


      

      ‘You went into his house? You disobeyed my instructions – my specific instructions? You went visiting a stranger behind my

         back?’

      


      

      ‘Not a stranger, Papa—’


      

      ‘You took advantage in the meanest way of my immobility.’


      

      ‘Oh no, Papa!’ she cried, shocked.


      

      ‘Oh yes, Papa! If I had been able to follow you, if I had not been confined to a chair, would you have dared to flout my rules

         in that way?’ She hung her head, miserable with guilt. ‘After all I’ve sacrificed for you – your aunt’s sacrifices too – all

         our care! Christian duty means nothing to you. Your own desires are everything. You care nothing for anyone but yourself.

         Oh, this is ingratitude!’

      


      

      The awful word struck her to the heart. She sat silent, close to tears, rigid with pain.


      

      ‘Who else have you been talking to and visiting?’ he demanded.


      

      ‘Only the doctor, Papa, I swear it. And I wouldn’t have, except I didn’t know how to refuse when he insisted so. I didn’t

         want to seem rude, and I was very wet, so I couldn’t say I wasn’t. He asked after you so kindly, and said he would be glad

         to come and play at cards with you more often, because he enjoys it so. And I thought it would be pleasant for you—’

      


      

      ‘It is not pleasant for me to have you discuss me behind my back,’ he said sharply. A tear escaped, and she knuckled it away

         quickly, not wanting to provoke him further. There was silence for some time, and then he said in a more even voice, ‘Come,

         come. Stop crying.’

      


      

      She tried, but the suggestion of softening made her cry more. ‘I’m sorry,’ she managed to say.

      


      

      ‘I didn’t mean to make you cry, child,’ he said at length. ‘I was afraid, and fear makes my tongue rough. It is a bitter thing

         to be betrayed, and the bitterness never grows less.’

      


      

      ‘Oh Papa, can’t you tell me what it is you’re afraid of ?’


      

      ‘I can’t tell you: you are at the heart of it.’

      


      

      ‘If I’m all you have to fear, then you’re as safe as houses. How could I harm you?’


      

      ‘You could destroy me with one word.’


      

      ‘Then tell me what the word is, and I’ll never say it.’


      

      ‘I will make very sure you never know it – that is my security. Our security. I have kept us safe for too many years to let go now. You shall not destroy us, by accident or intent. I will not

         show you where to plunge the knife.’ He was growing agitated again.

      


      

      ‘I would never hurt you, Papa. I would never do anything you did not like,’ she said, trying to soothe him.


      

      ‘But you knew I did not want you to speak to anyone, and you did. It seems I can’t trust you out of my sight.’


      

      ‘I didn’t do it deliberately, Papa, and it was only the good doctor, who is our friend. Wouldn’t you like him to come and

         play piquet with you, and chat to you?’ she coaxed. ‘I’m sure it would amuse you.’

      


      

      He looked at her narrowly for some time, calculating her state of mind and the risk involved. He sensed a difference in her.

         He had hoped to keep her hidden for ever, but he had always known the difficulties. Had the moment come? Was she trying to

         break free? Could he still keep her, if he played the line? Perhaps a little touch of the doctor would ease the itch for freedom.

         The old Scotch physician was harmless enough, and the concession might keep her from wanting stronger potions.

      


      

      ‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘I will think about it. Yes, perhaps we might have the doctor over now and then. The three of us might

         play cribbage together. Or I might teach you whist. Would you like that?’

      


      

      ‘Don’t you need four for whist?’ Charlotte asked.


      

      ‘We would play with a dummy. It’s more interesting that way. Yes, a good thought of yours, child. I shall send the good doctor

         a note. And now you may play to me again.’

      


   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Summer came, a grey, disappointing one. Papa’s spirits remained as low as the barometer. Pain made him restless, and he often
         snapped at Charlotte, driving her from the room because she irritated his nerves, and then calling for her peevishly when
         she was out of sight. If she tried to amuse him, he would tell her to leave him alone and stop fussing him; if she then went
         out for a walk, he accused her of indifference and neglect.
      

      
      But there was help at hand: Doctor Silk kept his promise, and called at Heath Cottage three or four evenings a week. He played
         cards or chess with the invalid, or simply sat with him and chatted, and sometimes Charlotte brought her work in and sat with
         them, and a conversation would be skilfully engineered between the three of them by the good doctor. His delicacy in choosing
         subjects was much appreciated by Charlotte. He spoke of local affairs, of the political situation, of the new railway which
         was building between Norwich and Yarmouth – anything that was not personal or particular to the Meldons; and like a skilled
         horseman with a nervous colt, he gradually and gently accustomed Papa to his presence and his voice.
      

      
      For Charlotte, despite her anxiety for her father, it was the happiest summer she remembered, for she was enjoying the first
         friendship she had ever known. Whenever she could get away, she would slip out of the cottage and run down to the doctor’s
         house.
      

      
      Silk had been born and studied medicine in Edinburgh, and had moved south by degrees all his life. He had been in Manchester
         in 1806 at the time of the cholera outbreak, and had caught a lifetime’s interest in the connection between the conditions
         of poverty and disease. The country-wide cholera epidemic of 1832 had found him in Leicester; his subsequent moves to Peterborough
         and Norwich had interested him in rural poverty; his final semi-retirement in this secluded corner of the world had roused
         an interest in the problems attending the agricultural workers, particularly the gangs, which in this area of sparse population
         were brought in to do the open-field work.
      

      
      These things he discussed with Charlotte, flattered by the interest of someone young enough to be his granddaughter. She had
         lived all her life with sickness and doctoring, and the subject was not a blank to her. And she was reading her way through
         his library, which naturally contained many medical books. Her understanding and knowledge grew rapidly, so that sometimes
         Silk forgot he was talking to a female – and a young female at that.
      

      
      Of Mrs Silk, Charlotte saw little. The doctor’s lady was a wife in the old-fashioned mould, whose concerns went no further
         than her house, her garden and her servants. As she could neither read nor write, she had no opinions on any subject outside
         her direct experience, and though she accepted the doctor’s word that Charlotte was not a lunatic, she found it tiring to
         have such a moving, talking creature in the same room, demanding a response from her she could not give. Besides, Miss Meldon
         was Doctor’s friend first and foremost, and Mrs Silk was happy to leave her to him, and take herself off to her kitchen or
         her greenhouse when the young lady appeared.
      

      
      She appeared very often as the summer progressed. It was the greatest delight to her to bring her eager thoughts and opinions to the doctor, and to know he did not find them contemptible, to discuss not just medical matters, but anything
         that caught her hungry attention. It was real intercourse, a thorough interaction with another human being, and it made her
         feel glowingly alive. And though the doctor seemed to understand instinctively what must be kept from Papa, there were no
         forbidden subjects with him, no sudden frowns, no chill rebuffs. She was a different person in the doctor’s company; she felt
         it, and though it gave her guilty pangs that she was being disloyal and ungrateful to her father, still it was too important
         to her to give it up.
      

      
      There was one subject she did not discuss with the doctor, and that was the future. The way she lived, being all she knew,
         was not something she had ever wondered about before. Living from day to day, taking care of her father, taken care of by
         him, was after all what most women did. A woman was the absolute property of her father until she married, and then she was
         the absolute property of her husband. But Charlotte was sure that Papa never meant her to marry – and living as they did,
         how could it even be possible?
      

      
      It was as if she had been in an enchanted sleep, like the snow princess wrapped in a thousand years of winter. But now the
         ice was melting, she was coming alive, and it was agony to feel her mind fill with energy and purpose and endure the frustration
         and tedium of her life as it was. She needed to work, she needed to strive, she needed to achieve something. She ached with
         the boredom of doing nothing and going nowhere, as sometimes her legs ached with sitting in a chair all evening when Papa
         wanted company but no conversation. The world was full of things to see and do, and if she was not destined for pleasure,
         still there was so much of good that needed to be done. But she knew he would never let her go.
      

      
      This lay as a shadow over her thoughts through that cool, damp summer. She told herself that she should be grateful for what
         she had, and think of how much she had gained, not what was beyond her grasp. She had had long training in being grateful
         for small mercies, and patient in adversity. Doctor Silk, cannily aware of much of what went on unspoken in her mind, often
         praised her quiet cheerfulness to Mrs Silk.
      

      
      ‘She’s an example to us all,’ he would say, and Mrs Silk would answer placidly, ‘Yes, my dear,’ without having much idea what
         he was talking about.
      

      
      There was a warm, sunny spell towards the end of July, but then the rain returned. Charlotte could not give up her walks just
         for the weather, but there was little pleasure in struggling through the rain along increasingly dirty paths; and the damp
         air affected her father, brought on his pains worse than ever, shortened his temper, and made the household miserable.
      

      
      One rare dry day in August she came back from her walk and saw the doctor’s pony-trap standing at the door. She walked down
         the side path to speak to the pony – an elderly, bony, flea-bitten grey, with jutting hip bones like a cow, a jaundiced eye,
         and a pendulous lip. ‘Luckily for you,’ she addressed him, ‘I took some crusts out with me today to feed the ducks. I think
         I may have a crumb or two left in my pocket. Yes, there we are. How do you like that, poor old pony?’ The pony flapped his
         lips over her palm, and took up the fragments of bread with a hint of teeth against her flesh, as though to say, I am not
         biting you, but I very well might, so be grateful.
      

      
      Charlotte smiled, and stroked his neck. Doctor Silk must have come to play cards with Papa, though it was not his day. The
         pony shook her hand away. ‘No, I haven’t any more bread,’ she said. ‘I wonder the doctor should have kept you standing here, though. Steven could have walked you back to your stable.’
      

      
      And then the house door opened, and Ellen appeared. ‘Oh miss,’ she said in a cracking voice, ‘thank God you’ve come back!’

      
      Charlotte looked at her, and then ran.

      
      ‘He may regain consciousness,’ Doctor Silk said to her gravely. ‘If he doesn’t come to himself in the next twenty-four hours,
         I’m afraid there’s little hope.’
      

      
      Charlotte stared at him, searching for different answers in his face. ‘Do you mean – he might die?’

      
      Silk nodded. ‘My dear, he is worn out. A man with a weaker constitution would not have reached his age. And given the conditions
         of his life, can we begrudge him to God?’ Charlotte struggled with tears. The doctor longed to touch her, to comfort her,
         but it was not possible. He went on, ‘Frankly, child, it may be a blessed release if he does go. I’ve been worried for some
         time about that other leg.’
      

      
      Charlotte put her fingers against her mouth to stop it trembling. It was some time before she could speak. ‘What must I do?’

      
      ‘Sit with him. Talk to him – one cannot tell what a patient hears in this state. But think of him, my dear, not of yourself.
         If it’s his time to go, let him go. You’re a grown woman now.’
      

      
      She didn’t feel it. If Papa died she would be all alone in the world. What would she do? How would she live? She sat by his
         bed and tried not to be selfish, tried to think of him. She looked at his face, which in the way of faces very close to one,
         she had ceased really to see. Now she saw in detail how old he was, how grey, how furrowed with long pain and suffering. He
         must have been handsome once. She tried to imagine him a dashing cavalry officer at Waterloo – dancing at balls, playing cricket, picnicking in the forest – but there was no reality to it. The only Papa
         she knew was the invalid, sometimes cheerful and kind, sometimes gloomy, cross, or withdrawn. She had no memories of him from
         early childhood.
      

      
      His breathing was very shallow; his skin was shiny and bluish grey, like some strangely coloured wax. The hair around his
         temples, which she had thought grey, was in fact white. She knew suddenly with certainty that he was going to die; that very
         soon – today, tomorrow – he would be gone, completely and for ever. This time, whatever now remained, was all that she would
         ever have of him, and he was all she had to love. She willed him to wake. She didn’t want him to go without saying goodbye;
         she needed very badly to have him say that he loved her, that she had been a good daughter to him, that he would be sorry
         to leave her.
      

      
      But he did not stir, only slept away their last precious moments together. And then she remembered what the doctor had said:
         ‘We do not know what he may hear.’ So she took up his limp hand and folded his fingers through hers, and said, ‘Can you hear
         me, Papa?’ The sound of her own voice made her feel foolish; she stopped, bit her lip, but then went on. ‘I’m sorry if I have
         been a trouble to you, or a disappointment. I wish you will forgive me. I love you, Papa. If you could give me a sign that
         you forgive me – if you could squeeze my hand—’
      

      
      She waited, but nothing happened. He lay insensible. The door opened and Steven came in, bearing towels and a ewer of hot
         water, fixing her with a resentful eye, silently demanding her removal so that he could wash the patient. It wouldn’t matter
         any more to Papa if he was washed or not, Charlotte thought; but of course it mattered to Steven. Papa had rescued him from
         certain poverty and probable degradation, and he was not so imbecile he did not realise it. He had been faithful, and deserved his moment with his master.
      

      
      She prepared to rise, placing Papa’s hand gently back on the sheet; and at that moment, just as she was detaching her fingers
         from his she felt them squeeze hers slightly. She stopped dead, staring eagerly at his face; but there was no change or movement,
         and the hand was now quite limp. Had she imagined it? she wondered as she left the room and went downstairs. She hoped she
         had not. She thought she had not. He had heard, he forgave her. All was well.
      

      
      The sad little funeral was over. There was no church in Chetton Farthing, which was hardly more than a hamlet; they had to
         go to Chetton St Peter, less than a mile away across the marsh – you could see the spire from the Meldons’ house – but nearly
         four by road, which meant hiring both a hearse and a carriage. Arranging matters had at least kept Charlotte busy for a time
         – and taught her how much difference Doctor Silk had made to her life, for without him how would she have managed? It was
         he who directed her towards a livery stable, and told her how much she ought to pay; who stopped the coffin-maker bullying
         her into a more luxurious coffin than she could afford – and afterwards neglecting her as not worth his business. Doctor Silk
         could not do anything about the rector, however, who declined conducting the service in person for people who had not been
         regular communicants at his church. It was left to the curate, a poor, ragged creature who seemed to Charlotte both half starved
         and half witted.
      

      
      Steven, Ellen and Alice walked to the church across the marsh, and Doctor and Mrs Silk accompanied Charlotte in the carriage.
         The six of them constituted the only mourners, and with the verger, the only congregation. The curate mumbled his way through the service, coughing and sniffing in the dank atmosphere of the church. Outside in the dripping
         churchyard the sexton and his lad leaned on their shovels with an air of barely restrained impatience, as though it was beneath
         them to dig for a gentleman of so little consequence. Ellen kept stealing glances at her young lady, not so much solicitous
         for her state of mind as for her dress. Ellen had dyed it for her, but she was afraid the black had not taken properly: it
         was both greenish and streaky, and the rain falling on it was not improving its appearance.
      

      
      The service was concluded, the sexton and his lad leaped into action, shovelling for all they were worth, and Charlotte turned
         away from the bare gash in the earth feeling utterly at a loss.
      

      
      ‘You will come back to our house, of course,’ Doctor Silk said, and Mrs Silk, warmed by pity for the poor young lady, added
         her endorsement.
      

      
      ‘Of course you will, my dear. There’s a little nuncheon waiting. Your servants too. Martha will make them comfortable in the
         kitchen.’
      

      
      Charlotte accepted gratefully. She did not much want to go back to Heath Cottage without Papa. In the days since he had died,
         she had found herself expecting to see him in the usual places, and was continually catching herself up and re-remembering
         the awful truth.
      

      
      ‘It’s like going up a step that isn’t there – do you know that feeling?’ she said to the doctor when they were once again
         in his front parlour, with a cheery fire to take the dankness out of the wet August day.
      

      
      Doctor Silk nodded. ‘It’s natural, my dear. You know how your father used to feel the foot he had lost quite clearly? Your
         intellect—’ he tapped his forehead – ‘knows he is gone, but your heart hasn’t realised it yet. It will take time.’
      

      
      Charlotte obeyed his invitation to sit down. ‘I’m so very grateful to you both for coming with me,’ she said. ‘I don’t know
         how I could have borne it otherwise.’
      

      
      ‘It was a great pleasure to be able to do anything for you, my dear,’ Mrs Silk said. ‘I’ll just go and see how things are
         in the kitchen.’
      

      
      She bustled out, and Doctor Silk took the seat opposite Charlotte and leaned forward confidentially. ‘I hope you will forgive
         an old friend for asking a delicate question, but will you be able to pay funeral bills when they come in? If there is a difficulty—’
         He coughed significantly and patted his pocket.
      

      
      ‘Oh, thank you,’ Charlotte said, warmed by his kindness, ‘but I can pay them. I’ve found Papa’s money.’

      
      ‘Found it?’

      
      ‘Yes. You see, I knew Papa had money in the house, but I didn’t know where it was, and Steven wouldn’t even let me into Papa’s
         room at first. I don’t think he quite understood for some time that Papa was – gone. But when he finally understood, he took
         me straight to it. It was in a locked chest under the window-seat.’
      

      
      ‘He knew where it was, then?’

      
      ‘Oh yes. He was Papa’s legs: when there were things to buy or bills to pay, it was Steven who did it for him. What a good
         creature he is! Papa being helpless, he might have run off with the money at any time. But he took his duty so seriously that
         it was the hardest thing to persuade him Papa would want me to have the money.’
      

      
      Silk cocked his head. ‘There is something about that that troubles you.’

      
      Charlotte looked down. ‘When Aunt was alive, it was she who knew about the chest, and took the money from Papa, and paid the
         bills.’
      

      
      ‘And when she died, your father took Steven into his confidence instead of you?’ She nodded, her head still bent. Silk ached with pity for her. ‘Dear child, don’t take it to heart. I’m sure it wasn’t that he didn’t trust you. Parents
         find it hard to remember that their children grow up. Probably he still thought of you as a little girl.’ He sought to distract
         her from that train of thought. ‘So you opened this treasure chest – and found, I hope, a vast deal of treasure?’
      

      
      ‘Not a vast deal, but enough to pay the immediate bills and to keep us for a few months, if we are careful. I shall have to
         let Alice go, but she’ll be getting married soon, so I hope she won’t mind. What little there is to do about the house, Ellen
         and I can do.’
      

      
      ‘And Steven?’

      
      ‘Steven is a difficulty,’ Charlotte sighed. ‘What am I to do with him? Without Papa, I haven’t work for him, and if I keep
         him the money will run out much sooner. But he has been so faithful, I can’t turn him out. Where would he go? He has no family,
         and how would he find another place? He’d starve.’
      

      
      ‘No, you can’t allow that, I do see,’ Silk said thoughtfully. ‘If you can’t find another place for him, you must keep him
         on. But when the money runs out, what then?’
      

      
      Charlotte looked at him starkly. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know what to do, or how to live. I greatly fear that I am – that I
         am destitute.’ The dreadful word shook them both.
      

      
      ‘But surely what is in the chest cannot be all there is? Your father must have had his income from somewhere?’

      
      ‘I don’t know where. Steven says the money came by the mail – twice a year, but he doesn’t have much sense of time, so it
         may be less or more often. And he doesn’t know where it came from. I’ve searched Papa’s room without finding the slightest
         clue. He was very secretive. He received letters sometimes, but Steven says he burned everything once it had been dealt with.’
      

      
      ‘If money was sent, probably it came from your father’s man of business,’ Silk suggested.

      
      ‘Do you think so? I didn’t know he had one.’

      
      ‘He never mentioned a name to you?’

      
      ‘Never.’

      
      ‘Did you never happen to catch sight of a direction on the letters when they came?’

      
      She shook her head. ‘Steven collected the letters and took them straight to Papa. I never had them in my hand. And Steven
         can’t read or write.’
      

      
      ‘You have no relatives that you know of ?’

      
      ‘None,’ she said. ‘I am quite – quite alone.’ Her voice shook.

      
      ‘Not that, never that,’ Silk said, feeling such a protective fury for her rising inside him that he positively hated his former
         patient for a moment. He took control of himself, cleared his throat, and said, ‘Things may not be as desperate as you think.
         If money came by the mail before, presumably it will come again. Then you will know who to write to.’
      

      
      ‘Unless there was something that Papa did to make the money come. And what if the income died with Papa? What if they want
         the last lot back?’
      

      
      ‘Well, well,’ said Doctor Silk, ‘there’s no need to get into a fret now. Let things take their course for a week or two. I
         am very much mistaken if someone does not write to you before long.’
      

      
      ‘But I must plan! I can’t use up all the money before I think what to do next.’

      
      ‘No, I do see that – but today is not the moment for worrying about it. You will not be thinking clearly for a day or two.
         Let the wound heal a little, and then we shall see. You are not quite alone, after all. Mrs Silk and I will always do everything we can to help you.’
      

      
      She smiled a pale smile. ‘Thank you. I am very grateful to you – for everything.’ She hesitated. ‘There is one other thing.
         May I trouble you with it?’
      

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      ‘Papa was afraid of something. You know how we lived, hidden away from the world. It has always been like that, ever since
         I can remember. He was afraid that some harm would come to us if it were ever known where we were. But he never would tell
         me what the danger was or where it would come from. And now he’s gone, and I don’t know what to do about it.’
      

      
      Doctor Silk looked at her levelly. ‘Do you want me to answer frankly?’ he asked. ‘Then, my dear, I must tell you that I think
         the balance of your father’s mind was disturbed. It was not to be wondered at, given the grievous hurt he had suffered.’
      

      
      ‘You think poor Papa was mad?’

      
      ‘Not mad, no. I’ve talked with him a great deal these last few months, and he was quite rational about most things. But the
         contrast was very marked between his thoughts on general subjects and on those personal subjects he didn’t like to have touched
         on. He wanted to keep you hidden away, that’s very clear, and I believe he thought it was for your own good; but I think –
         I am quite sure myself – that the danger existed only in his mind.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you. I hope you’re right.’ She looked thoughtfully into the fire, and sighed. ‘I used to long so to go out into the
         world and meet new people, but now I shall have to do it, it scares me.’
      

      
      ‘It’s natural. But you must make a life for yourself, and whatever has to be done to that end, you will do.’

      
      She spread her hands in an eloquent gesture. ‘But what can I do? I must find a way to support myself, but I’m not trained for any kind of work. I suppose – I suppose I must become a governess.’
      

      
      He did not make light of it. The fact of the matter was that a gently born young woman with no father to provide for her was
         in a horrible position. Governess or lady-companion, the genteel version of going into service, was all that was open to her.
         But a housemaid was better off than a governess, better valued and better treated. And no-one expected a housemaid to be grateful
         for being given a home.
      

      
      ‘Did your father have no friends?’ Silk asked as a last, desperate resort. ‘Did he never mention the name of any friend?’

      
      Charlotte smiled suddenly. ‘He talked a lot about the Duke of Wellington. Perhaps I ought to write to him?’

      
      Silk laughed, glad to encourage a more cheerful frame of mind. ‘I think we might find help closer at hand than that! I have
         an idea – I shan’t tell you yet, until I see if it’s practicable – but one way or another we shall see you comfortably settled.
         Ah, here is the nuncheon we were promised! Miss Meldon, will you place the table, while I stir up the fire. I think the rain
         is coming on again. What a drear August this is!’
      

      
      It was a week later that Doctor Silk called at Heath Cottage, and was received by Charlotte in the dining parlour.

      
      ‘It’s a pleasanter room than the parlour,’ she said. ‘What sunshine there is falls on this side of the house.’ It was an excuse
         not to light a fire. Silk looked at her keenly as he took a seat at the table, cater-cornered to where she had been sitting
         with her work before he came in. Her face had always been a little thin, but he thought it looked thinner. He hoped she was
         not economising on food already. Despite the sunshine, the air smelled damp; these cottages needed a fire all year round. Rheumatism and bronchitis were the most common ailments in the village. He didn’t
         like to see that empty grate.
      

      
      But he had news which he hoped would ease her fears of destitution. ‘Firstly, about a place for Steven: since all he knows
         is nursing, plainly he must go on being a nurse.’
      

      
      ‘In a hospital?’ Charlotte said. ‘I’ve heard they’re terrible places!’

      
      ‘No, not that. A private nurse is what he must be. Wealthy people who have an insane relative generally don’t care to send
         them to an asylum, but prefer to keep them at home, or in a private house, and it’s hard to find a suitable nurse who will
         do the work without abusing the poor patient. Now Steven’s great strength and calm temperament would make him an excellent
         lunatic nurse, and you would be able to give him a good character. There’s always a great demand. He ought to find himself
         in a comfortable house with light duties and very good wages.’
      

      
      ‘Do you think he could manage it? Would he be happy?’

      
      ‘I am sure he could; and he would be happy, once he had adjusted to the change. He won’t want to leave here to begin with,
         but it must be, sooner or later.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, and sooner would be better. He does eat such a lot!’

      
      He laughed at this descent from tender concern to practicality. ‘It’s already in hand. I’ve a large acquaintance amongst medical
         men, and trusting in your approval, I’ve put out an enquiry for a suitable place. I have every hope we shall hear of something
         soon.’
      

      
      ‘Oh thank you, thank you! I’ve been so worried about Steven.’

      
      ‘More so than about yourself ?’

      
      ‘He is our servant,’ she said simply.

      
      ‘Just so.’ He smiled to himself. ‘I’ve been busy on your behalf as well.’
      

      
      She looked rather frightened. ‘You’ve found me a position?’

      
      ‘Not as a lunatic nurse.’ It did not raise a smile. ‘I took the liberty of discussing your situation with Mr Lovelace – do
         you know who I mean?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve heard Ellen talk about him to Alice. Isn’t he the squire of Chetton St Peter?’

      
      ‘Squire? Not quite! No, Sir Ernest Bachelor owns Chetton St Peter and most of the surroundings. But Lovelace lives in St Peter.
         He’s a patient of mine, and a wealthy man with a bent for good works, and he wants to help the poor. He can’t do anything
         in St Peter, because Sir Ernest is a jealous landlord, so he looks to us as his nearest neighbours. He and I have been talking
         for some time about starting up a school.’
      

      
      ‘A school?’

      
      ‘For the poorest children, to teach them to read, write and reckon, and lighten the profound gloom of their ignorance just
         a wee bit. Poverty breeds crime and sickness, and ignorance breeds poverty. If we can teach them anything at all, they might
         be able to better themselves. And any addition to the sum total of enlightenment must make the world a better place, don’t
         you think?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yes! When I think how much books have meant to me—!’

      
      ‘You’re not to be imagining any great thing,’ Doctor Silk said. ‘Little will be achieved, and that with a great deal of effort.
         But Lovelace’s money and my local knowledge can set it up. What’s needed is a suitable teacher – someone patient and determined,
         someone who can find satisfaction in very small triumphs.’
      

      
      ‘You mean me?’

      
      ‘If you would like to try it, I can’t think of anyone better. The salary will be nothing great, but it would be the means of supporting yourself respectably – and far better than becoming
         a governess. As a teacher you will have your own home, however humble.’
      

      
      Charlotte was so relieved to think the problem of her future was settled that she almost embraced him. ‘Oh thank you, sir,
         thank you! It’s wonderful!’
      

      
      ‘It certainly is not that,’ Silk said firmly. ‘Think about it for a day or two. There’s no hurry. You must be clear about
         the task before you accept. These children will be very rough and low. It will not be easy work, and it offers only the most
         meagre of livings. It is not heaven I am offering you, my dear – more a sort of purgatory.’
      

      
      Still she smiled. ‘I understand. But I’m not afraid of living in a small way, or of hard work. If I can keep myself, and do
         some good at the same time, I shall be happy.’
      

      
      Putting himself in her position, Silk could see that having a means, any means, of supporting oneself would be the greatest
         boon. He wondered whether Meldon had ever taken thought to what would happen to his daughter when he died. Had he made plans
         which the suddenness of his death had prevented his putting into action, or had he simply ignored the problem? Silk rather
         suspected the latter: a careful father would have anticipated that death does not always give fair warning. He hoped against
         hope that something would turn up to rescue this poor, eager child – for whatever she said, he did not believe she could have
         an idea how dreary the life would be. If there were any justice in the world, Meldon’s man of business would write within
         the next half year. Doctor Silk did not hope for a vast fortune, just a competance to keep Miss Charlotte and the wolf on
         opposite sides of the door.
      

      
      Mr Lovelace met and approved of Miss Meldon. He had a horror of over-bold modern females with opinions (though he had never met any, he had read about them with disgust) and he particularly liked Miss Meldon’s blushing maiden
         modesty, which proved she had been brought up as a genteel girl should be. In truth, Charlotte had been near paralysed with
         shyness at first, Lovelace being the first stranger she had shaken hands with in memory.
      

      
      There was to be a trial period, to see whether the thing was feasible before any large sum of money was put into it. Doctor
         Silk was to use his local knowledge to select just six children to begin with. There was a dairy-room at the back of the doctor’s
         house which was not in use, and, if scrubbed out, whitewashed, and provided with a table and chairs, would do very well for
         a few months. A trifling expenditure on chalks and slates was all that was needed; and when the weather turned colder, coals
         for the copper in the corner, which would serve to keep the place warm. If by Christmas everyone was satisfied with the experiment,
         a suitable building could be acquired which would be both schoolroom and school mistress’s house. In the mean time Charlotte
         would continue to live at Heath Cottage, and Ellen with her. Privately, Doctor Silk was not without hope that something would
         be heard from Meldon’s agent or man of business, or whoever had been sending him money, which would render the continuation
         after Christmas of no concern to Charlotte. If nothing were heard by then, the experiment could be put on a permanent footing,
         and Ellen would have to find another position.
      

      
      Silk had his own problems. Choosing the six was not easy. Children as young as three and four could earn money at simple tasks
         like stone-picking and gate-minding, and many parents would not forgo the income. Others were suspicious of ‘book-learning’,
         and feared their children would be made proud and set themselves above them if they could read. And some children were too debilitated by poverty and disease to be capable of learning.
      

      
      When the chosen six presented themselves on the first day, they were greeted by shrieks of horror by Martha, who disapproved
         of the whole affair, and had positioned herself close at hand to watch over Miss Meldon. She drove them back with a broom,
         declaring that they were too dirty and verminous to enter Christian folks’ houses; and summoned by the noise, Charlotte found
         them held at bay in a corner of the yard, wailing dismally with fright. Argument and negotiation with Martha followed, after
         which the two of them set about the unfortunate urchins with comb and scissors, scrubbing brush and quantities of water from
         the kitchen pump. The children howled and struggled, and only their natural fear of gentry-folk – and the tactfully introduced
         bribe of an apple each if they stood still to be cleaned – prevented them from running away and never coming back. It was
         not an auspicious beginning.
      

      
      After considerable discussion amongst the principals, a new regime was worked out. Martha, Ellen and Charlotte cut out and
         sewed six smocks of stout Holland, and when the children arrived in the morning they left off their outer garments, washed
         themselves (not under the pump, though, at Charlotte’s intervention, but at a wash-stand brought down from one of the spare
         bedrooms and with soap), and put on the smocks for the duration of their lessons. When they went home, they resumed their
         own clothing; the smocks stayed, and Martha satisfied her frustrations by washing them far more often than was necessary.
      

      
      Even so it was not two days before Charlotte found a flea in her own clothing. Ellen shrieked and begged her to give up her
         association with the filthy pauper children; she refused, but after that prudently kept a dress for teaching in and changed it in the scullery on her return
         home, where Ellen took it up with the washing tongs and inspected it at arm’s length for livestock.
      

      
      After a further week Charlotte was obliged to point out to the ‘committee’ that they could not expect much in the way of learning
         if the children were faint with hunger, as she had discovered was the case. Thereafter a breakfast of porrage followed the
         washing, which largely reconciled the brats to the unnatural proceedings.
      

      
      Charlotte was learning as she went along how to deal with the children and the situation. At first simple awe kept them quiet
         and subdued, so much so that it was hard to get them to respond at all; and when they did respond she had the greatest difficulty
         in understanding their speech, which was broad and very colloquial. Then when the awe wore off a little, some of them became
         bumptious, which meant that she had to reverse her former encouraging kindness and become stern and remote again. Two of the
         children proved to be unmanageable, and after persevering for a while she found it impossible to stop them either running
         away after they had had their breakfast, or disrupting the lessons if they stayed. Reluctantly she asked Doctor Silk to remove
         them, for the sake of the others; he did so, and two new recruits were found.
      

      
      After that, things settled down. The rest of the class, sobered by the dismissal of their colleagues, minded their manners
         and began to learn lessons of punctuality and obedience they had not been troubled with before. Charlotte sometimes feared
         that those might be the only lessons they learned; anything more intellectual taxed them mightily. One child simply could
         not grasp the concept that the marks on the slate had a connection with the spoken word. Poor Billy tried, especially as Miss
         Meldon was the most beautiful and kind creature he had ever met, and he would have died to save her the least annoyance. But
         the letters were never more to him than random scratches, and the notion that they represented sounds seemed wild nonsense.
         The only letter he ever learned to recognise was ‘o’. When asked to name any other letter, he would generally, in the hope
         of pleasing Miss Meldon, suggest ‘o’. It was not a letter to him but a piece of magic which sometimes worked and sometimes
         did not, sometimes producing a smile and sometimes a sigh of disappointment from his goddess.
      

      
      But all in all Charlotte felt the experiment was a success; Doctor Silk and Mr Lovelace called in from time to time, and seemed
         impressed with the improvement in the children’s behaviour and alertness. It was undoubtedly doing them good; and Mr Lovelace
         now talked of the school proper as a settled thing, to be set up as soon as the building was ready.
      

      
      A suitable house had been found in the village, and repairs and alterations were being discussed. Charlotte had been to see
         it, and though it was very small even compared with Heath Cottage, it would be snug enough, and would at least be her home,
         not dependent on anyone’s whim, but her own exertions.
      

      
      Ellen refused to look at it. She did not want to leave Heath Cottage or her mistress’s employ, and for some time had argued
         that Miss Charlotte would need a maid just as much when she was a school mistress. Charlotte pointed out that she could not
         afford a maid on a teacher’s salary, but Ellen could not believe it was necessary for her to teach at all. Miss Charlotte
         was gentry, and somehow the gentry always had money enough, that was her reasoning.
      

      
      ‘Only wait, Miss Charlotte, something will come up, you’ll see,’ she said again and again. Though Charlotte had warned her that her employ would end at the end of December, she would not look for a new position, convinced that God
         would provide, as before.
      

      
      Steven had gone to his new place at the end of September. Doctor Silk had found it through a colleague: Steven was to look
         after a poor mad gentleman, son of a respectable family, in a large house near Cambridge. He said at the beginning that he
         did not want to go, Heath Cottage being the only place he had ever been kindly treated; but Doctor Silk had described it all
         so fully that Charlotte was sure he would be happy once he had got there. However, his gloom grew more profound day by day.
         In her eagerness to reassure him, Charlotte had been at pains to tell him that he was going to a better place, unaware that
         those were the words Ellen had used to explain to him what had happened to his master. Steven was therefore convinced his
         days were numbered, and the misunderstanding was only resolved when Charlotte found him in tears in the woodshed, and he confessed
         brokenly to her that even though he had loved his master, he did not want to die.
      

      
      At the beginning of December Charlotte’s birthday came: her twenty-first. She insisted that it was kept secret, and Ellen
         reluctantly agreed, but on the morning gave her a birthday present of a handkerchief which she had embroidered herself – a
         labour of love indeed, since Ellen hated fine sewing. It was only consideration for Ellen that prevented Charlotte from bursting
         into tears, for it made her realise how alone she was in the world. Papa was gone, Alice and Steven, and soon Ellen would
         be gone. She was officially of adult years now, responsible for herself. It seemed a melancholy occasion. Ellen still insisted
         that ‘something would come up’, but she no longer said it as if she believed it, and Charlotte learned from Martha that Ellen
         had been looking about for a new position.
      

      
      On the day after her birthday, Charlotte came home from school feeling low. She was resigned to her new life as a teacher,
         and was grateful that she would have a salary and a home to go to, but it looked like being such a solitary life, that everything
         that had gone before seemed richness in comparison. The children were fond of her, and she of them, but they were not intellectual
         companions; and any evening that Doctor Silk did not rescue her from her own fireside, she would spend utterly alone and silent,
         from next month onwards for the rest of her life.
      

      
      She saw that Ellen was waiting in the doorway, looking out for her, and as she drew nearer she saw her maid was flushed of
         face and in a state of considerable excitement. ‘Oh miss!’ she cried as soon as Charlotte was near enough to hear, ‘It’s come!
         It’s come!’
      

      
      ‘What has?’

      
      ‘Oh miss, the letter! I went to the post office today to look at the advertisements, and Mr Petty said there was a letter
         addressed to the master. It must be what you’ve been waiting, for, mustn’t it? Oh Miss Charlotte, do come in and open it and
         see what it says! I always said something would turn up, and this is it, I feel it in my bones. You weren’t never meant for
         a schoolteacher, not a proper lady like you.’
      

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      The response was remarkably rapid. Within a week of her sending the carefully worded letter to the post, a reply was in Charlotte’s
         hands.
      

      
      
         Madam,

         I beg to ackowledge rcpt of yr letter of the 6th inst and to tender my most profound condolences on the loss of yr Noble Parent.

         I have had the honour to be for many years past yr esteemed Father’s man of business, and as such have charge of, and am Sole
               Executor of, his Testamentary Disposition.

         Gvn tht there are considerations involved of heavy import and considerable delicacy, I wd esteem it a favour if you will find
               it convenient to call in person at my offe as above to discuss sd Testamentary Disposition.

         One of my clks will wait upon you on Tuesday in the forenoon to attend yr journey to London. He will furnish all the expenses
               of yr journey, & I will take the libty of securing elgbl accommodations for you in London until our business is concluded.

         I am, Madam, yr most obdt servt,

         Emml Joh Tarbush

         Tarbush & Blaxall

      

      
      The letter, with its curious mixture of business abbreviation and high-flown sentiment, left Charlotte torn between tears
         and laughter. Matters of import and delicacy? What could that mean – that Papa had been all to pieces, and had left her a
         mountain of debts? But they would hardly pay to bring her to London only to tell her that, would they? Yet what else could
         delicacy mean? And the adjective heavy? It sounded ominous.
      

      
      Ellen was hovering nearby with an anxious face, and Charlotte handed the letter over to her without comment. Ellen was not
         a great reader, and it took her time to work her way through it.
      

      
      ‘Why, miss, what a strange one this Mr Tarbrush must be! What can his kirsted name be? Is that Emily, do you think?’

      
      Charlotte laughed aloud, and felt some of the strain fall from her. ‘Tarbush, Ellen. And it’s Emmanuel, I should suppose, and Joh is short for Johannes, which is Latin for John.’
      

      
      ‘A Latin gentleman, is he, then?’ Ellen said doubtfully.

      
      ‘No, foolish! Lawyers speak Latin, that’s all – it’s the language the law is written in.’ She could see puzzled questions
         fluttering about Ellen’s lips, and foresaw a quagmire of explanations – four months a teacher had taught her that much. She
         went on hastily. ‘But what do you think it can all mean?’
      

      
      ‘This Testy Disparition, Miss Charlotte – what would that be? Oh, Master’s Will, is it? Then it is the news you’ve been waiting for. But Tuesday – that only gives us two days to prepare. And you haven’t a thing that’s fit
         to wear in London. Oh miss, however shall we manage?’
      

      
      ‘What’s to become of the school, more to the point,’ Charlotte countered.

      
      ‘Bless you, miss, you don’t need to worry about them little heathens. It won’t make any difference whether they go to school or not – they were all born to be hanged, and that’s
         a fact. But London is full of desperate fine people, and what will they think of you if you go in that mouldy green dress
         of yours?’ She looked wistful. ‘I suppose you couldn’t come out of mourning, just for the time? Your blue worsted is rightly
         smart, and I could trim the hem up with some new ribbon—’
      

      
      ‘What an idea! To be discussing my father’s Will out of mourning, and not even six months past? People would think me heartless.’

      
      Ellen sulked. ‘Well they’ll think you a beggar or a gypsy, then, that’s all! Your father wouldn’t have let you go to London
         looking such a figure.’ She brightened as an idea struck her. ‘Us’ve got two days, miss. If you was to go in to Norwich today
         and buy a nice bit of cloth, we could make you something up between us, with your blue as pattern.’
      

      
      Charlotte shook her head. ‘I dare not spend the money. Suppose there’s nothing coming to me? We’ll just have to do the best
         we can. If I keep my cloak on all the time, no-one will see my shabby dress. It is December, after all.’
      

      
      Half an hour later, in the doctor’s front parlour, the doctor read the letter and pronounced it a curiosity. ‘But then your
         father’s life was full of mystery.’
      

      
      ‘Do you think it’s bad news?’ Charlotte asked anxiously.

      
      ‘Well, on the whole, I think probably not,’ Silk said thoughtfully, weighing the letter in his hand as if the heaviness of
         the paper might reveal the heaviness of the situation. ‘You aren’t bidden to travel by the public coach, so there’s money
         somewhere – lawyers don’t pay that sort of expense out of their own pockets! No, I think it’s more likely there’s some odd secret to be revealed – but you might
         have guessed that.’
      

      
      ‘I think I must go, sir,’ Charlotte said apologetically.
      

      
      ‘Good Lord, of course you must! What’s your difficulty? The school? Nothing at all! We’ll close it until after Christmas –
         give the brats a holiday! That should give you time to conduct your business.’
      

      
      Charlotte wanted to talk about the letter and hear more of Silk’s ideas about what it might mean, but he wouldn’t be drawn.
         He said only, ‘At the very worst, they must pay your carriage back home, and you will have had a holiday in the Great City,
         which you might otherwise never see.’
      

      
      ‘But if I come back penniless?’

      
      ‘You’ve already faced that possibility, child. If there’s no money, you will be Mr Lovelace’s teacher, and live in the schoolhouse.’

      
      Charlotte had no idea how long she might be obliged to stay in London, so she had to take enough clothes to last. Over the
         next two days, everything had to be laundered, mended, darned, pressed, and carefully packed in her trunk, which had not been
         out of the box-room since they moved from Leicestershire. Ellen insisted that she must sew black ribbons on the sleeves of
         her two good nightgowns, in case she stayed at an inn and a chambermaid saw her. The ribbon came from two black silk cravats
         of Papa’s which Ellen cut up, and she used it to good effect, to improve the sleeves of one of Charlotte’s dyed dresses, and
         to retrim her winter bonnet. Martha came bustling over to offer the loan of a black lace mantilla, a present from her late
         husband who had served in the Peninsula.
      

      
      ‘To put over your bonnet, for a veil,’ she explained. ‘That’s all very well to run about the village as you do, miss, but
         you can’t travel all the way to Lunnon without a veil, and you in mourning.’ She stitched it on herself, and with a lighter hand than Ellen’s turned the last of the ribbon into a neat rosette for the side. Charlotte tried it on,
         and found it did give a certain dignity to her figure.
      

      
      ‘That suit you a treat, miss,’ Martha said.

      
      ‘It’s not everyone as can wear black,’ Ellen agreed.

      
      Charlotte was shocked at herself. ‘Oh, how can I be interested in clothes, and Papa hardly cold in his grave?’

      
      ‘Don’t you fret, miss, that’s nacherel,’ Martha said soothingly. ‘Life do go on, wolda-nolda. Your pa’s had his time, now
         that’s yourn.’
      

      
      The day arrived, and Charlotte was up well before dawn, having no idea at what time the clerk would arrive for her. Ellen
         made her breakfast. Charlotte was too excited to want to eat, but forced herself, reasoning that she had no idea when she
         might eat again; London was a long way off, and she had no idea what arrangements were commonly made for food while travelling.
         For all she knew she might be fasting for the next two days. Ellen prudently put a packet of bread and cheese into the side-pocket
         of the valise, just in case.
      

      
      It was dry, but cold. As the light came, Charlotte went out into the garden to smell for snow. The marsh had a strange and
         silvery look at this hour, and everything was very still; the cattle were lying down, flank-deep in mist, and there was no
         sound but the gentle stirring of the rushes, and an occasional bird cry, oddly echoing in the fluky light of dawn. A wistfulness
         crept over her. She had grown fond of this place, and now in the face of an uncertain and frightening future it seemed something
         familiar and sure. She did not want to leave it; she did not want to go to London, where perhaps embarrassment and shame and
         the confirmation of penury awaited her.
      

      
      Two hours later she would have been glad only to get it over with, for the waiting was worse than anything. By the time the
         coach finally pulled into view, Charlotte was sick with anticipation, and had paced back and forth so much her legs ached. It was a large, old and shabby coach, sold into slavery
         at the break-up of its noble owner’s estate, as the coat-of-arms, ghostly through the paint on the panel, proclaimed. When
         it stopped, the door opened and the occupant jumped down without bothering with the step.
      

      
      In spite of her upbringing, Charlotte stared. She had never seen so odd a creature. He was so small and thin he seemed younger
         than her, almost a child, and yet there was such an air of ancient wisdom and self-possession about him that he might have
         been eighty. He had a sly, pinched, screwed-up face like an ape, and he wore a tall hat cocked at an indescribable angle.
         From under it his hair hung long and straggling over his high collar; his greatcoat almost brushed the mud. It and his coat
         hung open, revealing a waistcoat whose many colours were augmented with food stains, and a cravat of bright yellow with crimson
         spots, tied in an enormous bow. His thin legs were clad in trousers of yellow, brown and red check, and his square-toed boots
         had thick soles and stacked heels, presumably to correct the vertical deficiency of nature.
      

      
      And he was to be her travelling companion! She felt as she might have if told she was to travel with a performing bear. His
         roving eye took in the cottage, garden, and surroundings with a profound lack of approbation, and darted back to Charlotte
         as his only hope in an alien world. He swept off his hat with an air.
      

      
      ‘From Tarbush and Blaxall. Miss Meldon, is it? Hany time yore ready, miss, we can git horf.’ He replaced the hat, and as if
         feeling the demands of polite society had been met, he straddled his legs, thrust his hands deep into his greatcoat pockets,
         and said, ‘Gor, whatever possessed you to live in a place like this? Nothing but mud, I swear my oath; and hanimiles, a-mooing
         and a-booing at you. Never a house nor nothing comfortable for mile after mile.’
      

      
      Charlotte felt a smile tugging at her lips. ‘You are from London, I suppose, Mr—’

      
      ‘Orrock, miss.’ He bowed for his name. ‘Yes, miss, London born and bred, and if I never see the wrong side o’ Primrose ’ill
         again, it’ll be too soon for me! I thought I’d never get here – and if it’s all the same to you, miss, we can’t start back
         too soon, for Mr Tarbush ain’t allowed enough time for the journey, and that’s a fact. But if he ever pounded his situpon to a patty in a bone-rattler over roads like these, then I’m a Chinaman!’
      

      
      Ellen was staring with her mouth open in complete incomprehension at this rapid stream of words, and even Charlotte had to
         concentrate, for the youth spoke so quickly and his accent was so strange it was like a foreign language. However, she managed
         to pick out the essential part, and said, ‘I’ve been ready to leave since six o’clock. I’ll go as soon as you like – but don’t
         you want to rest? And what about the horses?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, they ain’t gone ten miles, miss, since the change. And it’ll rest me better to be heading back home than hanging about
         here any longer, thanking you all the same. So as soon as you’re ready – into the kerridge, hif you please.’
      

      
      Charlotte nodded, told the postboy where he could turn further up the lane, and went inside to put on her mantle and bonnet.
         Ellen came to tie her ribbons for her, and had to blink rapidly at the tears that filled her eyes.
      

      
      ‘Oh miss, do you think you’ll be safe with that young limb? I can’t understand a word he says, and he don’t look the thing
         to me at all.’
      

      
      ‘He’s from the lawyer, so he must be all right,’ Charlotte said. ‘I shall do very well.’ The bow was tied; and as Ellen made
         to step back, Charlotte impulsively threw her arms around her. Ellen was startled – it was the first time Charlotte had ever touched her – but after the briefest pause she put
         her arms round her young lady and hugged her too.
      

      
      ‘God bless you, dear miss,’ she whispered, the tears now a serious threat. ‘Come back soon.’

      
      ‘God bless you too, dear Ellen. Take care of everything for me.’

      
      The carriage came back; the bags were put up; Orrock let down the step smartly, saw Charlotte in, and hopped up nimbly onto
         the box. Then there was a jolt, and the carriage was rolling. Charlotte hastily let down the window and leaned out, and waved
         as the cottage, with Ellen standing at the gate, retreated into the distance, and finally disappeared round the bend. She
         put up the window and settled back against the squabs, feeling very unsteady inside.
      

      
      When they took a change at about midday, Orrock came up to the carriage door and suggested she might like to stretch her legs
         for five minutes. He helped her down, and then stood at a polite distance, his hands in his pockets and his lips pursed in
         a soundless whistle. When she had walked about a bit and came back to his vicinity, he turned to her and said cheerfully,
         ‘Well, miss, going in the right direction at last! But a teejus long journey it’s a-going to be, so I won’t deceive you. Gor,
         what a place! You haven’t even got the railway!’
      

      
      ‘They say the line to Norwich will be finished next year,’ Charlotte said humbly, feeling her home country had badly let down
         this sophisticate.
      

      
      ‘Issat so, miss? And where might Norwich be, hif I might make bold to ask?’

      
      ‘It’s the county town of Norfolk, Mr Orrock. About twenty-five miles away from Chetton – where we started.’

      
      ‘Five an’ twenty miles, miss?’

      
      ‘Perhaps thirty.’
      

      
      Orrock made an indescribable sound of horror and disbelief. After a while he said, ‘Well, miss, you might as well be dead
         as live that far from the railway, that’s my opinion. Post all the way was Mr Tarbush’s orders, and everything of the best
         for the young lady—’ He bowed. ‘But post beyond Hipswich there ain’t – not what I’d call post – nor post-road neether.’
      

      
      Six hours later, when they finally crawled into Ipswich, Charlotte saw his point. The roads had been uniformly bad, the post-houses
         sleepy, the horses slow. The last change had been made in the dark, and Orrock had beguiled the bait with bloodcurdling stories
         of highwaymen who preyed on travellers; but nothing more than the roughness of the road disturbed them, and they reached the
         White Horse unharmed by anything but exhaustion and hunger.
      

      
      Charlotte was dizzy with fatigue, and had never ached so much in her life: her situpon, as Mr Orrock had called it, was as
         tender as a bruise, despite her petticoats. The landlord’s wife, seeing her condition and her quality in one glance, hurried
         forward to help her in to the parlour, chased a gaitered worthy away from the fire, and set her there before a good blaze.
      

      
      ‘You just warm yourself a bit, miss, and I’ll bring you something before you go up. A drop of hot brandy and water, miss?
         Or would you prefer a dish of tea?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, tea, if you please,’ Charlotte said eagerly. She was very thirsty. It came quickly, and she sipped, observing through
         the wavering steam that the other occupants of the parlour – three of them – had gathered at the farther end to stare at her
         silently. It made her feel very awkward. She had lived so secluded a life that she could almost count on her fingers the people
         she had ever met face to face. Now suddenly there were strangers everywhere. What were they thinking? Might they speak? How would she answer? She felt threatened, weary and tearful, quite unable to enjoy
         the novelty of the situation.
      

      
      At last Orrock came in, accompanied by the landlady. ‘Everything’s settled, miss,’ Orrock said cheerfully. He had not found
         it necessary to remove his hat, but had pushed it well to the back of his head as a concession to being indoors. ‘Your room’s
         ready, this-here dame’s sent up hot water, and dinner is hordered for a-past seven, if that’s conwenient to you, miss. A slap-up
         dinner, too,’ he added confidentially, ‘and tomorrow the kerridge is hordered for six o’clock sharp, and the roads being better
         from here on, and hif the weather don’t turn bad on us, we should make London in time for dinner.’ He spoke the last half
         sentence with such reverence and relief that Charlotte smiled despite her tiredness.
      

      
      The landlady took her up to her room, which was small but clean, and whose beamed ceiling was so low she had to crouch a little.
         A hot wash and half an hour lying on the bed restored her a little, before the maid knocked to say dinner was ready. She felt
         a little dizzy when she stood up, and the floor felt as though it was moving under her feet, but as she descended the narrow,
         low, crooked stairs, the smell of food rose up from the kitchen regions, and she was suddenly ravenous. A table was laid for
         her in the parlour, and the other occupants had gone, for which she was grateful. The landlady bustled in saying, ‘Don’t worry,
         miss, you shall have the parlour to yourself from now on. I’ve told my man to keep the men in the coffee-room until you’re
         done.’
      

      
      Charlotte had supposed that Orrock would sit down and eat with her, but the table was only laid for one, and from the kindly
         chatter of the landlady as she placed the dishes, it emerged that the clerk was eating in a style of his own in the coffee-room.
         ‘Put away the best part of a beefsteak pudding already,’ the landlady marvelled, ‘to say nothing o’ potaties. You’d never think it to look at him, such
         a rasher o’ wind as he is, miss. Now, miss, if there’s anything else you need, just ring the bell and I’ll come in direc’ly.’
         She moved a little handbell closer amongst the dishes, and went out.
      

      
      Charlotte was so hungry she hardly waited for the door to close before starting on the fried chicken. There were pork cutlets
         besides, and fried cabbage, pickled beets and chapped potatoes. There was also a thick slice of currant duff with sugar-sauce,
         and a dish of macaroons. It was certainly a slap-up meal to one who had always eaten so little and so plainly, and she ate
         every scrap.
      

      
      When her hunger was assuaged, she began to feel homesick, but the feeling did not last long. As the warmth of the food spread
         through her, she found herself very sleepy; and soon she was climbing up the stairs to her room in a delicious stupor of fatigue,
         to fall into bed, and a sleep that twitched and jerked as trees and fields streamed past her in a seamless reel.
      

      
      When the maid called her the next morning, she woke fresh as spring. She dressed quickly, packed her overnight things in the
         valise, took her mantle and bonnet in her hand, and groped her way downstairs. There was a tiny window halfway down and through
         its thick greenish panes she could see moving lights in the stable-yard – the ostlers were up at least. The parlour where
         she had eaten last night was empty and dark, the fire not kindled, and a smell of chilly staleness hanging about it. Warily
         she pushed open the farther door and found herself in what she supposed must be the coffee-room. There was still an odour
         of stale cigars, but a newly lit fire roared under the inglenook, jumping and spitting, and making the shadows leap about
         in the corners. One of the shadows turned out to be the landlord, busy clearing and wiping tables, and they both jumped.
      

      
      ‘Oh, miss, you down already?’

      
      She was afraid she had done wrong by coming in here. Never having stayed in an inn before, she did not know what rules there
         might be. ‘The fire isn’t lit in the parlour – may I sit in here a little, until we leave?’ she asked timidly.
      

      
      ‘O’ course you can, miss,’ he said with hearty kindness which took away all her doubts. ‘Come and sit over here by the fire.
         There isn’t hardly anyone astir so early, ’cepting the gentleman waiting for the down coach, but he hasn’t ’peared yet. Will
         you have a bite o’ breakfast, miss? I can fry you up a beefsteak in no time, if you could fancy it. A nice beefsteak and onions?
         Or a bite o’ cold pie, mebbe?’
      

      
      Charlotte contemplated with wonder the state of her appetite. ‘Do you know, I really think I could fancy a beefsteak.’
      

      
      ‘Course you could, miss,’ the landlord said with huge approval, his hand twitching in its desire to pat her like a good horse.
         ‘And a couple o’ nice fresh eggs by the side? Though I says it as shouldn’t, I can fry an egg fit for the Queen to eat.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve never eaten beefsteak and eggs for breakfast in the whole of my life,’ Charlotte laughed.

      
      ‘It’s the travelling, miss,’ the landlord said wisely. ‘Sets you up sharp for your vittles. That’s why ’orses eats so well.
         Will you take tea or coffee, miss, or a pot o’ small beer?’
      

      
      She was just finishing when Orrock appeared – or rather staggered in, looking as though he had slept in his clothes. His crapulous
         face was unshaven, and took on a green tinge when he smelled fried onions. Charlotte glanced at him under her eyelashes, and
         concluded that the temptation of charging to Mr Tarbush’s account had been too much for him, and that the vast meal he had dispatched last
         night had been accompanied by vaster quantities of drink. A lurking devil, which she had never suspected she had, woke in
         her.
      

      
      ‘Good morning, Mr Orrock. I trust you slept well? I’ve just had the most delicious breakfast. I think there’s still time for
         the landlord to fry some eggs for you – shall I ring the bell?’
      

      
      ‘For God’s sake,’ Orrock said in a low moan. ‘I’d take it as a pertickler favour if you wasn’t to mention fried heggs.’

      
      ‘Cold game pie and pickles perhaps?’

      
      ‘If you please, miss, no mention of wittles in any shape or form.’

      
      Charlotte smiled to herself and let him be. He sat down on a stool near her, so far gone he did not even ask her permission.
         The landlord brought him coffee with a knowing air, and as he bent to clear away Charlotte’s dishes, he tipped her a ghostly
         wink, making her smile. It was delightful to be in on the joke – any joke, after the solemnity of her upbringing. Aunt had
         regarded laughter as a threat to the immortal soul.
      

      
      ‘It’s five minutes to six, miss,’ the landlord said. ‘Your traps is down, and the boy’s putting them in the chaise this minute.’

      
      ‘Thank you, I’m quite ready.’ Charlotte put on her bonnet and mantle and went out into the yard, Orrock trailing after her.
         It was pitch dark, with that clear, liquid darkness that comes before dawn; cold, but not freezing. Lights spilled out from
         various windows in orange-yellow patches, and the air quivered with sounds which seemed the more sharp-edged and important
         because they came from unseen sources – voices, a sudden laugh, the plosive sneeze of a horse; the scrape of horseshoes on
         cobble, the clank of a bucket. Charlotte felt herself vibrate like a plucked string with the promise of the day, the keen anticipation
         embodied in those sounds. A journey! What a thrilling concept! To travel out of the darkness into the dawn, to see the grey
         shapes of day emerge from the nothing, as they must have done at the Creation; to be going on, and on, always something new,
         something different; and at the end of it, London, the greatest city in the world!
      

      
      The coach was coming, clattering on the cobbles, its lamps swaying in the blackness. ‘Oh, I do think travelling is the most
         exciting thing!’ she exclaimed, unable to hold it in any longer.
      

      
      Orrock’s only reply was a feeling moan.

      
      Charlotte had no idea what London would look like, and several times a group of houses close to the road persuaded her it
         was approaching. But when they did reach it, there was no doubt about it, for it was immeasurably vaster than anything she
         had ever seen before, spreading about in all directions, the houses joined up in one ribbon, with hardly a break or a glimpse
         of green. The traffic grew heavier, the coach slowed to a walk, and they pulled in off the busy street into an inn yard. Orrock
         jumped down and came to open the door.
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